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Michelle: Mr. Walker, please tell us what you know about the early years of the Search and 
Rescue. 

Merlin: When it started it was the National Jeep Search and Rescue. In fact “Jeep” used to 
donate a jeep at the conventions to give away at a drawing. It later changed to Uintah County 
Search and Rescue. When it first started Norm Fletcher started the program. In 1958, Bountiful 
Search and Rescue was organized and then they started organizing the National organization, and 
that took about three years. It was a chartered Search and Rescue in 1961. There were around I 
think fifteen men at that time that came in. In the very early stages, they were already doing it 
when I came in. I looked it up and I think they voted on me in January of 1966, because I came 
here in 1965. 

Michelle: And you were Captain? 

Merlin: Yes 

Michelle: So what was it like back then? You didn’t have a lot of equipment, and you had to use 
a lot of your own equipment. 

Merlin: Yes, we had to use our own vehicles, paid our own gas and used whatever rescue 
equipment we had. Each man kind of put a kit together, we had a list of items we thought they 
needed in their vehicles so that we could do Search and Rescue. 

Michelle: What was communication like? 

Merlin: We had a few low band radios, that we’ve got off of army surplus, or out of one of the 
Sheriff’s departments. We built on that over the next ten years and finally got high band radios. 

Michelle: So did you have some sort of a calling tree to get a hold of each other. 

Merlin: Yes, we were formed into squads, the Commander, Captain and Lieutenant were over 
each one of the squads. Then there was a squad leader. A call out was made by someone calling 
the Sheriffs offices and asking for help or Highway patrol or city. The organization was formed 
to assist any local government law enforcement agencies. If a person was lost in the Book Cliffs 
we’d probably get the word from the BLM that somebody needed help. 


Michelle: Do you remember some of your co-workers that were a part of the early group, or 
some of their names? 



Merlin: Yes, in fact I can remember quite a few of the charter members. Their was Ken 
Stringham, Ed and George Calder, Milt Searle, Les Thacker, Jay Searle, Coke Jefferies, Rulon 
Hacking, Sheriff Norman Fletcher, William V. Mott, Tex Sweatfield, Warren Mott, Henry 
Shaefermeyer, Woodey B. Searle, Vaughn Wilkins, Tom Alplanalp, Leland McNeil, Dallas 
Merrell and Jay Abplanalp. 

Michelle: Can you tell us some early rescues that might not be tragic but successful? 

Merlin: I tried to find and article but you may have it. It was a Spanish, American child that was 
about ten years old. His father was cutting firewood out in the Book Cliffs and this little boys 
father was working for a man cutting cedar and pinon for firewood. I guess once we got out there 
and got the information from the father. They said that the little boy was just lost at first, then 
finally the father was able to communicate to us that he had scolded the little boy. He wanted the 
boy to go out and help him, which was on a Saturday morning the boy had kinda baulked and his 
Dad well I don’t know wether he kicked his pants, or scolded him. But any way the boy had 
ended up crying then ran off. They couldn’t ever find him so they called the Search and Rescue 
to come out. We went out on Monday morning and got out their about 1 1 :00 A.M. we started a 
search, it was in a area where there weren’t very many roads. It was rough terrain and so we 
started a foot search we spent the next five days looking for this boy. 

Michelle: Five days Wow! 

Merlin: Most of the work was done by walking, we finally got some horses out there and a 
airplane. When we eventually found this little boy, he wanted to ride in the airplane, because the 
horses scared him. The horses got close to him two or three times during that five days, but we 
couldn’t ever find him. Every once in a while we would pick up a set of tracks and were able to 
follow him for miles and miles. Over the five days we figured we covered about fifty miles. And 
he covered about that far to. At night he said he laid down and slept, but you could tell that he 
would wake up. He said that he wanted to get back to his mother in Salt Fake. Apparently he was 
a little slow or a little retarded. And that’s what made it difficult. When the sun came up and he 
was able to get his orientation then he went north. When it got dark, or when the sun went down, 
he would get confused and sometimes he would go in great big circles. Anyway there was a crew 
of BFM hands on there way home and they spotted him. He was about twelve miles from his 
original camp site. 

Michelle: And was this in the Book Cliffs? 

Merlin: Yes 

Michelle: So what was his condition when you found him? 

Merlin: He was a little dehydrated, and said that he was really tired and that he had been able to 
drink some water out of rock pockets. 


Michelle: Wow! He was pretty smart. 
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Merlin: He didn’t have anything to eat so his weight was way down. Other than that he was in 
good condition. But this BLM crew was on their way home and they actually spotted him, and 
they were able to spot him for the fact that morning we had got a couple deputy sheriff’s up in 
Sweet Water County or they were actually out of Pinedale, Wyoming. They had some blood 
hounds and they brought the bloodhounds and they had picked up on his trail just about that 
quick in the morning. We were right behind him, I was with the bloodhounds when they found 
him. 

Michelle: So they were on foot with the bloodhounds? 

Merlin: The BLM was up on a ridge top and they told the boy to stay their and they would come 
up and bring him down because it was quite steep and rocky. He obeyed them pretty good to sit 
down until they got up to him. We were probably about a hundred yards behind and we had just 
picked up a spot were he had urinated on the ground. We knew that we were on the right trail and 
pretty close to him. The BLM crew were the ones that really found him. 

Michelle : Well it takes everyone to search. 

Merlin: It was a concerted effort on everybody’s part. That search turned out really good, by the 
time that we found him and got him back to camp his mother had actually come out from Salt 
Lake, she was here when we found him. 

Michelle: Were you there when she seen him? 

Merlin: Yeah, lots of hugging and tears and crying. 

Michelle: What was the family’s response towards you guys? 

Merlin: They were very grateful and I’m sure the people were pretty poor. That was a rather 
expensive search, back in those days we didn’t even have any funds to operate on and a lot of 
those people stayed out there for the full five days, just giving up there work. 

Michelle: Was the BLM out there helping you to? 

Merlin: No they were out their working but they were also looking because everybody that was 
in that area we would stop and talk to them and tell them to keep and eye out. It was a difficult 
search but it turned out very good. 

Michelle: Yeah I bet that was a lot of country to cover. 

Merlin: There was a little part to that search that was kind of humorous. The first day that we got 
out there, most of the Search and Rescue always had their sleeping bags, food, gear and 
everything to go. And we would just throw it in our vehicles and away we’d go. Norm Fletcher 
took the patrol car out there, we were close to this camp where these people were camped cutting 
wood. We asked Norm if he wanted to get into one of the tents or we would give him a sleeping 
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bag or give him some blankets and he said, no he’d just go to sleep in the car. We’d all been in 
bed for about two or three hours and all of a sudden the hom started to honking. And it was 
Norm and he’d fallen asleep and fallen over on the horn. 

Michelle: Oh no! And he didn’t even hear it? 

Merlin: No, he didn’t even hear it? 

Merlin: Some of the more difficult ones of course is where we’ve gone for a rescue and ended up 
with a recovery. Like drowning’s in Steinaker and Flaming Gorge. At first we didn’t have divers, 
and I can’t remember what year I started working on that, but I thought that we probably ought to 
have divers here and in this group. So I went to a few of the local business men and some of 
those were Lorin Bletcher at 7-Eleven, Milt Searle at Milts. We told them what we were trying to 
do, and that we were trying to get set up with a diving team so that we could do some dive 
training work that needed to be done. They gave cash money to help, we started out with four or 
five divers and they were all equipped with tanks masks and fins, snorkels, wet suits. 

Michelle: So where did the divers come from, were they trained here? 

Merlin: Yes, they were trained here. We got the state park and recreation came down and did 
some training. Roy Burrell was the person from State Park and Recreation that trained us. He got 
a lot of help from Bob Griggs was a certified diver, he worked for Chevron Oil in Red Wash. 

Michelle: Did you have Warren Belcher and Milt Searle as sponsors to help. 

Merlin: They were just two of the sponsors that I could remember, we got a lot of help from a lot 
of business people, but Warren and Milt were the ones that contributed. 

Michelle: I found some pictures of scuba divers with the Search and Rescue, do you happen to 
have any? 

Merlin: No, I couldn’t find any on the scuba divers, I ran across some pictures of when we took 
training from them. 

The rummage sale’s was where we would get most of our financing for the equipment that we 
did get and to carry on the patrol. Every once in a while we’d have a search and the Sheriff 
would say well run by the gas pump before you go out on a search and fill up your vehicle. 

So that was pretty nice of them, most of it came from the donations from the members and then 
this rummage sale. Finally this one that I have a picture of, says that it was one of the best 
rummage sales that we had, we put away about $10,000 dollars in the bank. 

The Search and Rescue now gets’ some support through the county budget under the Sheriff’s 
department, also, the hunting and fishing license’s. 

Michelle: Oh! They put a portion towards the Search and Rescue. 
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Merlin: Yes, fifty cents or so goes toward the Search and Rescue and that’s split out among the 
county’s through out the State of Utah. 

Michelle: What year did they start doing that? 

Merlin: I think that’s been about fifteen or sixteen years ago. 

Michelle: But know the program is funded through the Uintah County Commissioners to? 

Merlin: Yes, some searches now, the Sheriff and his people are going back and asking the people 
for reimbursement. Where its one of those things that looks like people have just been goofing 
off and got them-selves in trouble. 

Michelle: Any other Search and Rescue searches? 

Merlin: We were called on a Sunday afternoon one time and we were called through the 
Duchesne Search and Rescue, there was a little girl lost in the Dry Gultch area near Duchesne 
County that’s over above Neola and that country. 

We organized the search from here and met up with the Duchesne County Search and Rescue and 
their Sheriff. They gave us instructions of what had transpired, we split up in a foot search and 
we would spead out about twenty- five yards a piece. This was a very heavily timbered country. 
We split up and started our foot search and in about an hour we heard three gunshot report, even 
though a lot of us had walkie talkies we still signaled with the three shots to let everybody know 
that the person was found or retrieved. 

Dellas Morrel was the person that had found this little girl, she was just kinda sitting by a tree 
and weeping and heard the kind of the moans or cries from the little girls and walked over and 
asked her if she was so and so or if that was her right name. And she said, “yeah” and he said, 
“that he was looking for her and that he wanted to take her back to he folks.” Dellas said, that she 
ran and jumped in his arms and then when he brought her down off the mountain, the mother was 
really sobbing and crying and she would hug the little girl and then she would hug Dellas. 

Dellas later told us that, “that was what Search and Rescue was all about was those types of 
feeling when we were able to rescue someone like that. 

Michelle: How old was she? 

Merlin: I think she was three or four. 

Michelle: So how long had she been lost? 

Merlin: I think it was about five or six hours. 

Merlin: While I was Commander, we were called and their was a four year old boy. We were up 
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around Iron Springs Campground and the call came in. So we organized here and then went up to 
Iron Springs and met with the family, they gave us the word on what the little boy was wearing. 


Pete Catoles, from Salt Lake Search and Rescue had written a book on Search and Rescue in the 
years that he’d been involved in it. And in this book it tells you that young people under the age 
of usually about ten or twelve years of age. The first thing that they do is that they, startup hill 
when they get lost. Then they will take off their shoes and socks, and then strip down their 
clothing and go down to a set of briefs or a diaper or something like that. He said, that a lot of 
times you can bank on the fact that you could follow them just by the fact that they start 
disrobing. And the other thing you need to be going up hill, based on that we started this search 
at Iron Springs and started up through the trees, it was dense thickets. We had been out for about 
an hour and found this little boy and returned him back to his parents. His mother, happen to be 
my first cousin out of Pleasant Grove Utah. Then it becomes a special sort of thing. 

Let’s see, I wanted to talk a little bit about the fact that we got into the mountain climbing 
business. Jim Deederline, from the National Park Service in Dinosaur Monument, gave us 
training. We spent most of all one summer getting use to climbing gear and being able to go up 
and down the faces of rocks and over hangs. Forest Chadwick, Jack Reynolds, Myself, Sam 
Howard, Terry Shiner and I can’t remember who eles? 

Michelle: Did you have anyone that specialized in any rescue training? It seems like in the early 
days you just went off of who had the talent and who had the equipment. 

Merlin: Yeah, we tried to train everybody, and even in this rock climbing stuff even though their 
were people that were skilled in rock climbing and rescue. We trained the entire group, for the 
simple reason that even though these guys didn’t like to rock climb. They could make our ties on 
the anchors on the up hill side, and set out the ropes and set out our equipment. We helped each 
man and made sure that each man was tying his knots properly and hooking up his harness 
correctly. 

There was a young Highway patrolman who was in our organization, and he was a climber I’m 
trying to picture him on that sheet. We had quite a crew of climbers, they have carried that on 
really well and their diving also. Because we have to be certified in these things now and if you 
don’t get certified you run the risk of law suits. As long as we are doing things correctly. 

Michelle: Do you know a Mike Weyland? 


Merlin: Yep, he’s usually the instructor. 

Several years ago we purchased this special sleigh for towing behind snow mobiles so we could 
do winter rescue. I know that I was commander at the time, and we had talked about the need, 
and we had done some training. We had taken some young people, and set up an area where we 
had an accident with a snow mobile or a couple or three snowmobiles that had piled into each 
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other, we had to bring these people out on a toboggan or something, we found out that it was 
pretty rough riding and that’s when we decided to purchase this sleigh. I know that the original 
one could be towed at about fourty to fifty miles per hour, and it was just as smooth as glass in 
riding it because of the suspension it. 

Michelle: So how did you get the money to buy that equipment, was that fund-raised also? 
Merlin: We just had the money in the bank and purchased it. 

Michelle: So it was just like a snow mobile, but it had a big long seat on it so that you could put 
two or three people on it or lay someone on it? 

Merlin: Yes it had a long seat and with a padded bottom in order to secure someone down and 
cover them up. 

Michelle: Did you ever have to use that on any of the searches. 

Merlin: Yeah, we just barely got it. Their was a gal and a guy doing some work for the Forest 
Service. And they were measuring the tree cells or they were looking at some recreational sites 
up above and behind East Park . She had gone around this corner, the snow had drifted off and 
covered up the road, it was just sloped all the way around it, where the road went. She started 
around that corner and her snow mobile went off over the side. She jumped off just about the 
time she jumped off, there was a lodge pole stump that was about four or five feet high sticking 
out of the snow. She crashed right into that. We didn’t know what kind of internal injuries that 
she had, but every time that we moved her she cried out in pain. So we figured that she at least 
had some busted ribs. We prepared her to bring her out on that sleigh and we didn’t even get five 
feet., and she was screaming bloody murder that it was just to painful. So we right then made a 
call to Life Flight and they brought out a helicopter and flew her to Salt Lake, they were able to 
give her a shot of morphine or something so that she didn’t have any pain. 

We had even tried the State Park to use their snow groomer to take her out, but it was just to 
much pain, that even just a little bump would cause her to be in a lot of pain. That was probably 
the first rescue that we tried with that. We had many successful rescues after that. 

Michelle: Have you had any successful water rescues? 

Merlin: I don’t recall, most of the water accidents are pretty tragic and end up in a retrieval of a 
body instead of a rescue. 

Michelle: What about the airplane search, was that just another agency that you would call, or 
did you have someone within your membership that could fly and search with their own plane? 

Merlin: Mostly we usually ended up with a person in the Search and Rescue, that could fly. They 
would just get the airplane and then the Sheriff would pay for the rental. Ernie Dungaard, Alan 
Trujillo, Glade Southam. 
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We ended up going and looking for him one day. 

Michelle: Which one? 

Merlin Walker: Glade Southam, he was on the north side of the mountain and had a plane crash 
and killed him. 

Michelle: It did! You found his plane and recovered him? 

Merlin: Yeah, Ernie Dungaard was the one that found him. He had gone over to Manilla to take 
wedding pictures or something. And on the way back they crashed on the North side of the 
mountain just up above the moose ponds. 

Michelle: Thats tragic, well I bet you have seen a lot of hard things in this organization. 

Merlin: Yeah, but we have seen a lot of good things happen in this organization also. 
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